
June I?, 1959 

3r. H. 5. Steinbach 
Department of Zoology 
6JnTversity of Ci*fcago 
Chlcagc 37, I I I lnoir 

Deei- burr: 

Esther and i hevc just returned from a month’s trip In 
Europa and I was just delighted to see your letter of June 8th 
on tc;r of the pi I& of ami I. C could only wish that the scademy 
had responcicd in this way as far back as December i95’7 when I 
ffrst began pestering Bronk myself about it. 

Much more than agree, I would insist that a comfttec with 
the broad, basic orientation that you outline is absolutely indis- 
pensable, i sham your views thet the committee on bio-astronautics 
would not be the ideal ayency for this type of work. rlt is, first 
of at I , primer1 Iy commItted to support of a program, manned space 
flight, whtsa basic merits ahd feasibility seem very questlcnable 
either as science or millrsry defense. its ml 1 I tary connect ions 
and obligations are bound to dilute cmsiderstlon of basic problems 
at the most advanced theoretical level. These sme associations, 
further, would also htndar free cmmunication with scientists 
in other countrfes, whose interest and cooperat ion we s!?ould, 
of course, actfvchy w+=k. On tha other hand, bio-sstronautlcs 
should have ready access to the cc~nclusians of our “exobiologists.” 
So both for I iaison and because of the met-1 t of his own work 
and interest, I would suggest that Calvin should be represented 
on such a group. 

The reservation that I 40 hew with reTpact to wssible 
d,.pl lcation concerns the Sp.~e Science Board of the Mationa? 
Academy. its “8BioIogy anti bychoio ‘y Subccmmittes” is heeded 
by H. Ic. Hartline. The title of thas subcomfttee is perhaps 
hot too promising but Hart! i:,le ham just written me that he md 
his associates are really much mre interested in “basic scfcntffic 
problems of space biology’ than in matters connected, for example, 
wf th man in spcrrctz. He oJso, in a very gratlfying nay, expressed 
the extent to wh! ..’ “is colleagues on the Baard share my own 
Ccmcern for avoiding inadvertent conteminstlon as the first step 
in a sober program. 



rfrn~av@f, 1 d1.7 sure trtat; liar&i ina hims8if ~ulii liay that 
the backgrounds and interests of his 5UBCOfmittee are not sharply 
focused on the problems of extraterrestrial I i fe. 

There hove been twa inform1 grou:JS, in doggerel Eastex 
and Gas tex, which have been studying and discussing exobiology 
during the past several rnnnths. Je hava had no Formal s ta tur 
exce:Dt ss se1 f-conrti tuted discussions wnose conclusions have, 
navcrtheiess, been forwarded to the Space science bard through 
P ririV2 2.~15s i . Hartt Ine MS since asked me to join his subcorcmlttec 
to serve the san-m funciion of ilaism. I am erlciosing soma of 
the pa!,ers that have ~mtt out of the Eastex and Restex meetings. 
The I;pace Science 6oard has undertaken to pay the travel expenses 
af ths meat1 ngr to da ts arid rh>se that may ba he1 d in tt;e near 
i’uture. 41s you WI i I set from the enciosurcs, our first discussions 
,>j~::ii considerable stressi rji;i ihi: probietri of c:~ntaminat!~n in 
iJfCW I.if the meeting 5 of Cetax ad Cospar in :\pri I L1 S I nce then 
WC have 3 I 60 g2na tnt:: i3ura @sii\.jvu Frograms, no& neglacting 
ti;e ;:A i I osoph I c.3 I is6lJe.y tuu . .ia h3ve been a&Is i ng the 
Jet ~‘rs+frion Laboratories on desirable protocols fc?r attempts 
at infrared scannfng of chars f3r the verification of C-4, N-H 
and C:O groups In organic muiect1f8s. Thesrt experiments WI I1 
prosuroebly be Included in the Atlas Vega progriam i;r l$C-61. 

So we may have a smai i diietmma. ‘.+e cartsinf y need a competent 
b;sdy uncmitted to particular appl icatlons, to rcv!ow the groblerns 
of cxc>bioioyy. Thsse may be inci udod among the must important 
issues of the genuration ertd perhaps not only in a scientific 
cLtr?tcx L. On the other hand, the effactor is NASA which should 
cc: it4 advice from ths existwIt Space Science lk~ar3. Vhether 
iifZi4 w0 1 I cant I nue to I I steh very intent I y to the Bosrd has 
been questioned in several quJrtars Lut certainly sosnc such 
chenne? is vftaily needed. ftit I we don’t want to waste a lot 
OF time and energy by duplicate anJ overlappIng work by disconnected 
groups. 

I wonder ff the happy solution to this, that would preserve 
ai a ilt” the advantages, might m>t brt to incorporate the cxfstfng 
Eastax and C1estex groups as regional sections of the new comittee 
ytiu J,ave in mind. The reglonrrl ret up has wrked oLat, I think, 
as a rather satisfactory experii>rent since we can much more convcnlently 
get together and the gruup i ncl udcss peopt a who have iont I nted 
personal c0ntocts in any case. YUU might ftnd it advantageous 
to get together a third Hidwestern group which should include 
such talent as hIpar anrt Kim #Itwood. I wautd suggest that 
you cansul t Lurfa at N. I. T. to find out the hard core of the 
Uustorr ssrction. <It this end, I would hops that this cijuld Include: 
Calvin, Stent, nteaver# Stanlet, Nuvick, Karr, Urey, liorowitz, 
&zsoison and van Nisi . Frey has been pretty busy and has 
other connections through i&AS but he is so kmledgeable on the 



yeochemical aspects of exobiology that we can hardly afford not 
Co get the most out of him. ‘Je have not found a group of this 
size to be unwleldly at al! and have us~latly profited from 
additional guests at each meeting. There is such a tremendous 
range of scientific discipiines to assimilate! 

Is there any point to giving some formal status to an already 
existing group’i This would certainly be preferable tci trying 
to reorganize still another cormnlttee, and i suspect you wculd 
end up with a composition that was not greatly different from 
this one. There might be some element i;f prestige, both to 
add some possible weight to representations CO the Space BOSJF~ 
and to NASA and to help fix a sense of responsibility un the 
part of the group. For exampi e, a valuable member like Roger Stanier 
might be encouraged to continue after all if he could assure himself 
that he was doing more than indulging a private whim.. in add? t Ion, 
some of us We not let our enthusiasm foF scientific exobiology 
cclmpletoly overwhelm our personal exasperation over some of the 
monkey-business that can bc perpetrated in the name of science. 
Should this become an occasion for public crDticism by individual 
participants, it might be more congenial if the committee had some 
backing independent of the space program as such. 1 would urge 
you to discuss with Hartline how an independent committee might 
relate to the Space Science Board which would include such questions 
as the financing of the meetings. Whl le the regional conferences 
are best for the preparatory stages, I should ttiink that in due 
time it mjuid be advantageous to hold a national or even better, 
international meeting. in fact, one of the most constructive 
tangible things that the 4cademy could do at the present time, 
would be to try to organize an International cmference on extra- 
terrestrial life to be cosponsored, preferably, by the U. 5. 
and the USSR Academies of Sciences. Political channels on matters 
connected with the space program have, as you know, been noisy 
and uncertain. I would consider it a matter of highest importance 
to make relevant contact with our scientific opposite numbers 
in the USSR in time for them to have some voice in the Russian 
space program and perhaps to avoid an irremediable error. 

We have talked, to some extent, about all of the issues that 
you raise in your memorandum but have, of course, not nearly 
exhausted them. I should be much less concerned about noncarbonaceous 
systems of life than 1 might have been a couple of years ago. The 
main point is that there is plenty of carbon everywhere and carbiltr 
still does remain the most prcllfic chain-building unit. In hotter 
envi ronments, hoWeQer , polyphosphates snd polysi lrtxanes might i)t&y 
a distinct role. tine of the things to I:x& for in tke lunar 
crevices should certainly he some solvent silicones rJhIc11 are 
perhaps not al together improbable products of reaction between 
organic free radlcak and SI02 . fhete is an even more amusing 



situation on Jupiter. Hi 1 Isr-type processes in the :fc3vian atmosphere 
should lead to the depusltion of Immense quantities of amino acids 
and their sedimentation to the bed of the ammonia-methane oceans. 
it will be a long time yet before we can think of a direct exploration 
of that habitat! But Carl Sagan is interested In setting up some 
laboratory mdels. 

I’m sorry that i can see w I iktllhood of viofting you at 
Mods Hale but would be happy to continue? this correspondence. 
Perhaps you might 1 I&a to thtnk of ccmlny to c;ur next Westex 
meeting which should be held probably late in September to 
review a draft “position paper” for the Space Science 8oerd. 

Yours as ever, 

Joshua Lederberg 
Professor of Genetics 


